During times of existential unease, post-apocalyptic fiction imagines a depopulated world-a world destroyed by war, pestilence, ecocide, or cosmological judgment. It is frequently humanity's own hand that deals the blow. But the story does not end there, for the post-apocalypse is often a site of survival and of life in the aftermath and there is no situation like the bleak wasteland of Cormac McCarthy's The Road (2006). Set in a world laid to waste by an unnamed catastrophe, the novel examines what ecological, psychological, and sociological changes take place in the wake of the apocalypse. As the world "before" gives way to the world "after", so should memory of the past give way to the onset of the future. But one cannot write outside past and memory, just as one cannot write outside language. Try as it might to render a lifeless world, post-apocalyptic fiction-in spite of itself-invokes memory, undoes the ruin, and animates new life into being. Even a post-apocalypse as unforgiving as McCarthy's cannot be the end of the story, since it is, ultimately, itself a story.
expect literary texts to mirror their perception of the world, desiring conventional resolution and closure. For such readers, and for Kermode, fictional endings are "mini expressions of a faith in a higher order or ultimate pattern that though itself will remain perhaps forever obscure, nevertheless, lends a sense of purpose to our existence in the world" (Heffernan 4).
What to make of post-apocalyptic fictions then? How can they consolidate the schematic expectations of the reader and the sense of ultimate closure if they, by definition, take place "after the end"? James Berger points to the oxymoron inherent in this phrase, reasoning that " [b] efore the beginning and after the end, there can only be nothing. At the beginning, something begins; and at the ending, it ends" (xi). We know this is not the case, however, as even the biblical eschaton is followed by the New Jerusalem descending from heaven. By the same token, secular eschatology almost invariably anticipates a post-apocalyptic world, prompting Berger to collapse apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic writing into a single generic category: [5] The end itself, the moment of cataclysm, is only part of the point of apocalyptic writing. The apocalypse as eschaton is just as importantly the vehicle for clearing away the world as it is and making possible the post-apocalyptic paradise or wasteland.
Temporal sequences become confused. Apocalyptic writing takes us after the end, shows the signs prefiguring the end, the moment of obliteration, and the aftermath. The writer and reader must be both places at once, imagining the post-apocalyptic world, then paradoxically "remembering" the world as it was, as it is. (6)
But where Berger truly shines is in his observation that if an end-time disaster were to engulf us we would have no means of knowing it, let alone representing it in a unified narrative. In order to depict a cataclysmic aftermath and its tribulations one would have to imagine what is unimaginable, know what is unknowable; this is what Berger calls the "post-apocalyptic representational impasse", arguing that "it is impossible to write absolute alterity. The other can only be inscribed in an already existing discourse" (13). To put it differently, apocalyptic events cannot be adequately represented, for we lack the means to symbolize them. Instead, we project our (eschatological) anxieties and inferences from the past onto the future. "Everything after the humankind. The remnants mutate, lapse into feudalism, or revert to prehistoric brutality … while tiny noble bands cling to the tatters of the lost civilization" (n. pag.). We know this because postapocalyptic narratives are haunted by our current historical moment. This is perhaps the reason why The Road leaves the cause of the global catastrophe ambiguous-we find it easy to fill in the blanks with whatever (man-made) pestilence, doomsday device, or cosmological calamity happens to be threatening us in our current historical moment. [7] Not disclosing the source of the disaster also suggests that no possibility exists of having prevented it from happening; one way or the other, the ultimate fate of mankind is sealed. [8] This sets McCarthy's novel apart from earlier works of post-apocalyptic fiction in that it offers no overt social criticism or political commentary. 
Okay. (McCarthy 100)
The lack of hyperbolic, or even traditional, language underscores the extremity of the situation; it engenders a sense of denial-stylistic and narrative-of life. If the world has been burned to a cinder, language must mirror the natural devastation, social breakdown, and desperation of survival. Even at his most lyrical-when McCarthy deploys archaisms and neologisms in his descriptive passages, words like "vestibular", "parsible", and "illucid", he does so accurately and within (relatively) simple syntactic structures: Radiant and sullen, this post-apocalyptic poetic is formed out of the need to convey the hellish reality, which is a world like ours and yet completely different.
In a world unhinged by overwhelming destruction, the possibility of a unified representation through the language of the old order is impaired significantly. Not only is language unable to encapsulate the traumatic experience of the demise of nature and civilization, but so much of what language once signified is in fact lost:
The world shrinking down around a raw core of parsible entities. The material referents having been destroyed, the corresponding signifiers soon follow down the road to oblivion, disappearing from the world's ever diminishing vocabulary and memory-"The last instance of a thing takes the class with it" (28). The fractured sentences and terse dialogue thus mirror a world that is emptied and dead.
McCarthy's prose also signals the urgency and desperation that the protagonists face: there can be nothing inessential on the road, only what furthers your survival. To that effect, the man even discards the only picture he has of his dead wife: To the boy, who was born after whatever catastrophe ended general human civilization, such tales are suspect because they do not mirror his reality and thus hold no validity. For Christopher J.
Walsh, "This provides the father with another existential challenge as at times he is unable to evoke 'the richness of a vanished world' … for the boy as it slowly fades from his memory, and he experiences a philosophical dilemma … as he agonizes over how he can possibly 'enkindle in the heart of the child what was ashes in his own'" (268). That the boy cannot produce narratives with "happy endings" draws attention to the profound achievement of the novel in making us "re-think our understanding of language" (293). It exposes the problematic relationship between language and reality-that without immediate referents in the existing world, words are empty signifiers.
[9]
Yet, as Chabon brilliantly points out, McCarthy ends up ensnared in "the paradox that lies at the heart of every story of apocalypse. The only true account of the world after a disaster … would be a book of blank pages, white as ash. But to annihilate the world in prose one must simultaneously write it into being" (n. pag.). Put differently, post-apocalyptic fiction, like any other fiction, operates within the bounds of language, and the language of The Road , however bleak and transmogrified, is productive of meaning. Thus, "efforts to tell of things that have been lost" irrevocably still carry echoes of their existence (Walsh 268). As McCarthy's language reflects a fractured world, it concomitantly offsets the destruction it renders, reconstructing and reaffirming forlorn images and memories-the very act of writing "undo[es] the death it deals" [Chabon n. pag.]. Post-apocalyptic fiction thus reaches an inevitable impasse; something always remains "after the end" and that remnant-rubble, mummified corpses, water-soaked books, a can of Coca Cola-evokes the past, reverses the ruin, and animates memory.
Consider the following description of nature: "The next day they headed inland. A vast low swale where ferns and hydrangeas and wild orchids lived on in ashen effigies which the wind has not yet reached" (276, my emphasis). Just as the two survivors carry on down the road, the remainder-physical and linguistic-persists and serves as a reminder, a representation of that which defies forgetting. This leads the reader to invoke spatial identity and memory even when the narrative claims that " [t] here is nothing to see":
Politics There is In Ibarrola-Armendariz's reading, which echoes Chabon's, the novel "evokes through its deliberately accessible and controlled language the very things it seems to abnegate. Though the father finds his power to build stories constantly diminished and thwarted, it is only storytelling that can provide their [the protagonists'] journey with some sense and significance" (7). Put differently, acts of storytelling and memory keeping are a site of verification in that they lend reality to the objects and ideals they render. The man tells the boy stories in an effort to reaffirm their status as "the good guys", that is, people who do not eat people. But as their journey progresses, the boy sees his father treat fellow travelers with increasing indifference or even cruelty, such as when he forces the thief who stole their shopping cart along with all their possessions to remove his clothes at gunpoint and then leaves him on the road, saying, "I'm going to leave you the way you left us" (McCarthy 217). Such episodes often make the boy cry and lapse into long periods of Driven by near-religious conviction to keep his son from harm's way, the man insists on their survival at the cost of moral corrosion: "My job is to take care of you. I was appointed to do that by
God. I will kill anyone who touches you" (65). The boy's moral goodness, however, is unwavering and fuelled by an inherent desire to help the troubled individuals they encounter in spite of his own needs. [10] With his dying words the man tells his son, "You're the best guy. You always were"
(235), thereby acknowledging the moral code as having been passed on. Goodness and hope do reaffirm themselves through the attempts of the protagonists "to do justice where no justice is either demanded or even possible" (Snyder 85) and the narrativization of their deeds. These stories of goodness and beauty are symbolized by "the fire" they carry inside them-a fire that represents hope, humanity, the will to stand against insurmountable odds without abandoning the most basic principles of morality and resorting to malicious means to survive. And though the man may at times forget his own teachings, the boy always remembers. That the fire is passed from father to son not only by virtue of example but also through stories is proof again that language has retained the power to verify objects and ideas thought lost.
Seemingly lost are also the brook trout presented in the enigmatic and mysterious epilogue: This pastorally sublime memory is an image that is to be read beyond the temporal frame of the narrative, though it does call to mind an episode early in the novel when the man stands on a stone bridge " [w] here once he'd watched trout swaying in the current, tracking their perfect shadows on the stones beneath" (30). Unlike most memories in the novel, whose accuracy is sometimes called into question (the man cannot remember his wife's scent, for instance), the recounting of the final image of brook trout is perfect, "with everything intact, scent and all" (Hage 104). The coda suggests that there is a natural order in the world that predates humankind and is inaccessible to us, for it is beyond our meaning-making systems, beyond language even. And while it forecloses the possibility of natural regeneration, it hints, as Matthew Ryan notes, at "a not-yetachieved consciousness" (qtd. in Hage 145); it is, for now, beyond the realm of human knowledge, but is perhaps obtainable in the future. At the very least, it reaffirms the persistence of memory, memory of "things of grace and beauty such as that once holds them to one's heart" (McCarthy 54), and the ability of language to render such recondite images. [2] Özden Sözalan also reads The Road as a post-9/11 narrative in his 2011 The American Nightmare .
[3] The issues of representing, diagnosing, and remedying the effects of apocalyptic catastrophe are the kernel of James Berger's After the End: Representations of Post-Apocalypse (1999).
[4] The word "apocalypse", derived from the ancient Greek "apokalupsis", stands for "revelation or unveiling of the true order" (Heffernan 4). [6] In in his short story "The Manhattan Phone Book (Abridged)", John Varley describes how postapocalyptic narratives fulfill our taste for adventure: "We all love after-the-bomb stories. If we didn't, why would there be so many of them? There's something attractive about all those people being gone, about wandering in a depopulated world, scrounging cans of Campbell's pork and beans, defending one's family from marauders. Sure it's horrible, sure we weep for all those dead people. But some secret part of us thinks it would be good to survive, to start over. Secretly, we know we'll survive. All those other folks will die. That's what after-the-bomb stories are all about" (210).
The ending of his short story, however, plays upon our generic expectations: "This is the only true after-the-bomb story you will ever read. Everybody dies" (210).
[7] The unspecified cataclysm has been the subject of varied interpretations, with many critics and reviewers identifying nuclear war and asteroid impact as the two most likely possibilities. 
